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II 
Abstract  
 
Internet use by voters and representatives in the United Kingdom is thought to 
provide a number of democratic benefits such as increased participation, heightened 
political deliberation and reduced distance between the political elite and mass. 
Furthermore, the use of online technologies allows British citizens to communicate 
faster, easier and more conveniently than ever before with, with social networking 
sites allowing real-time interaction overcoming geographical and time constraints. 
There is limited research looking at the use of online communication by Member of 
Parliaments (MP) in their constituency role, which is surprising as the constituency 
responsibility of an MP has become of increasing importance in the last 50 years due 
social and political changes including heightened demands from citizens. Using an 
original field experiment, this thesis tests which method of communication is the most 
effective for constituents to use when contacting their local MP, with specific interest 
in their adoption and use of the social networking site Twitter. The research finds that 
the majority of MPs have a Twitter account; however theses Members tend to be 
young, on the left of the political spectrum and reside in marginal constituencies. 
Members do not appear to be using Twitter to correspond with constituents, although 
it is the fastest of the tools tested. Email had both the highest response rate and is 
most likely to provide the constituent with the information they requested, and is 
therefore the most effective medium for MP-constituent communication.  
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1. Introduction  
Members of Parliament (MPs) in the United Kingdom (UK) are subject to no official 
guidelines regarding their role as representatives (Norton 1994), therefore their duties 
as elected officials range far and wide, from serving and representing their political 
party to being an ambassador for the nation as a whole. However, with 650 single 
member constituencies, the duty to serve the voters that elected them to office is 
arguably the most important of these roles.  
The constituency role of an MP has seen considerable growth since the 1970s, 
with the electorate demanding more from their representative, as well as Members 
willing to offer more in light of increased electoral volatility due to party dealignment 
and increased competition in British politics (Norton and Wood 1990). The growth is 
most evident when observing the sizeable rise in correspondence between individual 
constituents and their local MP. In just ten years, between 1960 and 1970 the number 
of letters a Member received more than tripled (Norton and Wood 1993). The quality 
as well as the quantity has risen, resulting in representatives dedicating double the 
amount of time on constituency work today than they did thirty years ago (Norton and 
Wood 1990, 1993). Providing a channel of communication in which citizens can 
reach MPs, is seen as a duty (Coleman 2006) that is embedded in the political 
traditions of the UK (Norton and Wood 1993).  
Today, new online technologies using the Internet, a system of interconnected 
networks, have emerged which create new ways in which citizens can communicate 
with one another and their representatives. The new and current generation of web 
design, Web 2.0, which stands on the principles of participation and interaction 
(Jackson and Lilleker 2009), has seen social networking sites emerge offering 
platforms for real time conversation. These platforms can provide constituents with 
  
2 
the opportunity to engage and communicate more conveniently and effectively with 
MPs than before. The use of online social networking sites may help solve the 
problem of political disengagement by raising the visibility of MPs, allowing direct 
correspondence and improving the speed and flow of communication. 
With ease, speed and convenience being enhanced by these new 
communication tools and the opportunity for more effective interaction and increased 
engagement, are Members of Parliament using new online technologies to aid their 
correspondence with constituents?  
This study will look at the adoption of one of the most popular online 
communication tools, Twitter, by Members of the House of Commons. The research 
will assess which Members use the social networking site, looking specifically at their 
age, the political party they represent and their margin of victory at the last general 
election. A field experiment will then compare Members actual use of online 
communication tools to more traditional methods of correspondence, with particular 
focus on the speed and the content of their responses.  
As Members of Parliament are the single link that binds citizens to the policy 
making process in a representative democracy, this research has significant social 
relevance. This study will seek to discover if Twitter can be used by constituents in 
the UK to contact their local representative, providing them with a response and an 
answer to their enquiry. Previous research by Bimber (1999) assessed the voters use 
of online tools for communicating with their local representative; however it is 
important to investigate its use by MPs, as their employment of these tools is essential 
for two-way communication to take place.  
 This research will also assess if Twitter is a more effective communication 
tool for the constituent, providing a faster and more specific response, than other 
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methods. The study will ultimately help society learn the value of Twitter in helping 
one of the most important aspects of representative democracy in Britain: the ability 
for citizens to communication with their representatives.  
Scientifically, this study will update and clarify some previous political 
research which has looked at the adoption of Twitter by Members of Parliament in the 
UK. It will observe who is using the social networking site in 2013, and what 
demographic characteristics influence the adoption of a Twitter profile.  
An original investigation will also be carried out in the form of a field 
experiment, comparing Twitter as a communication tool against more traditional 
methods, email and letter, something that has never been done before. It is a welcome 
alternative to the usual commentaries and case studies that have been undertaken 
when looking at the impact of online technologies (Wattal et al. 2010, Wright 2011).  
Furthermore, Ammann (2010) identifies three areas of research that look at 
Twitter in the political domain: elite demographics for adopting Twitter, the sites 
electoral functions and the content of tweets. This research will append to the first 
field whilst also adding an additional sphere that is often overlooked, but of 
significant importance: the constituency. No research as of yet has looked at the use 
of Twitter for constituents to correspond and engage with their local Members of 
Parliament; however, the heightened importance of the MPs constituency role, 
coupled with the increase in correspondence and demand for more local attention, 
means that it is of scientific interest to assess MPs use of new communications at the 
constituency level. 
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2. Representation  
The United Kingdom (UK) is a representative democracy, where laws and political 
decisions are made by the representatives elected by the British people (Manin, 
Prezeworski and Strokes 1999). These representatives are called Members of 
Parliament (MPs) in Britain, and scholars tend to agree that they act “in the best 
interest of the public” (Manin, Prezeworski and Strokes 1999). They are the most 
important feature of a representative form of government, being the essential link 
between the people and the institutions that govern the country they live in. An MPs 
role however is split between two groups of interest: the nation as a whole and the 
constituency that they were elected by and represent.  
Norton and Wood (1993) identify these two roles as ‘faces’ of an MP: the 
‘Westminster face’ and the ‘constituency face’. The Westminster face describes the 
MPs role as a national representative residing in the House of Commons, located in 
Westminster, London. This role sees the MP committed to the institution they 
represent, acting as a national legislator in the interests of the whole country. The 
‘constituency face’ on the other hand, defines the MPs role as a constituency 
representative, acting on behalf of the people in their district that elected them. The 
two distinct roles that an MP has is partly a product of the electoral systems used in 
the UK: First-Past-the-Post (FPTP).  
The United Kingdoms’ use of the FPTP electoral system has been debated by 
political scholars (see for example Chandler 1992 and Blau 2004), and by British 
voters in a nationwide referendum in May 2011. Forty-three other countries use the 
plurality system for electing their lower chamber, including the United States, Canada 
and India (Norris 1997). Pippa Norris sets out simply how FPTP works: “countries 
are divided into territorial single-member constituencies; voters within each 
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constituency case a single ballot for one candidate; the candidate with the largest 
share of the vote in each seat is returned to office; and in turn the party with an overall 
majority of seats forms the government” (Norris 1997).  
One of the main advantages of this electoral system is the existence of single 
member constituencies. Having one MP alone representing the voters in a district 
allows citizens to easily determine who is representing them at the national level and 
if need be, contact them for information or to express a view on an issue.  
The accountability of an elected official is also raised, as voters at the next 
election can replace MPs if they do not provide what the population in their area 
wants. Being subject to the direct judgment of the electorate makes it more likely that 
the MP will pay attention to the wants and needs of its constituents as opposed to 
those elected via a multi-member electoral system, where the blame for not acting on 
the constituency’s wishes can be spread across all representatives of the district.  
 
2.1. Constituency role of MP  
The majority of research that has looked at the behaviour of MPs has been carried out 
at the national level, such as looking at the voting record of MPs in the House of 
Commons. Little attention has been given to the behaviour of MPs at the constituency 
level. In recent years however the constituency face of an MP has become of 
increasing interest and importance due to the substantial growth of the role since the 
1960s (Norton and Wood 1993, Honeycutt and Herring 2009).  
Some authors have noted that the original constituency role of an MP was the 
“redress of grievances”, where constituents would simply convey their frustration on 
issues, usually regarding finance or social circumstances, to their local Member 
(Searing 1985). Today, seemingly thanks to the welfare state, the role has developed 
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into what Searing (1985) describes as the “good constituency member”, where MPs 
act as local ombudsmen, or social servicemen, willing to help the voter with enquiries 
and take up casework on behalf of constituents (Searing 1985).  
Pre-1960s the constituency face of an MP was rarely seen in comparison to the 
Westminster face. Norton and Wood (1990) note that the constituency role of an MP 
meant little more than an annual visit to the district, with one MP in 1945 only 
visiting the constituency they represented after the election. Furthermore, the majority 
of MPs did not offer surgeries, where constituents could meet their MP to discuss 
matters of concern
 
(Parliament 2013), nor is there evidence of much correspondence 
between constituents and MPs.  
In the last 40 years the constituency role has flourished due both to supply and 
demand, with voters demanding more from their Members, but MPs also willing to 
provide more for their district. One MP stated, “the most important duty of all is to 
give your unreserved and unremitting attention to your constituents” (Searing 1985). 
More than two thirds of Members agree that constituency work is the most important 
service (Kurtz 1997). Members today can now be thought of as “constituency active” 
(Norton and Wood 1990).  
The constituency face of an MP was considered by some to contribute no 
more than 500 votes during an election (Norton and Wood 1993). This was due to the 
strong party system in the UK, which saw many citizens vote for the national political 
party on Election day, rather than the individual candidate standing in the 
constituency. In light of this, some asked what the incentive is for MPs to undertake 
constituency work and be a “good constituency member”? A number of social and 
political changes have however taken place in the last 50 years resulting in heighten 
constituency importance.  
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A large body of political literature has investigated party dealignment in 
Britain, which notes the loss of both members and voters for the two main political 
parties, the Labour and Conservative Parties, since the 1960s. Less people now 
identify themselves with a political party creating greater electoral volatility. MPs 
today can no longer rely on their party label to get elected, resulting in more attention 
being given to their district and the people that elect them (Norton and Wood 1990). 
 Furthermore, the emergence of new parties that have sought to disturb the two 
party system, has increased electoral competition and added to volatility. Notably the 
Liberal Democrat party, formed in the early 80s (Norton and Wood 1990), has 
become a substantial threat to the main political parties, leading some to describe the 
UK as having a two-and-a-half party system (Siaroff 2003). The Green party and 
independent candidates have also been able to gain seats in parliament, again 
undermining the dominance of the big two and increasing MPs’ awareness of the need 
to maintain strong ties with the people that elect them. 
Additional factors have also increased the importance of the MPs constituency 
role over the years. Local parties have introduced stricter rules for selecting 
candidates, demanding that they now live in the constituency that they represent and 
spend more time there (Norton and Wood 1990). Members are also becoming 
increasingly professional and career orientated, willing to provide detailed 
information to their constituents and undertaking casework in order to solve problems 
through parliamentary questions and corresponding with ministers (Norton and Wood 
1990).  
Finally, and arguably most importantly, constituents today are demanding 
more from their MPs, using them as their first port of call when issues arise and 
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requesting extra attention. The increased demand from constituents can best be seen 
in the significant rise in constituent to MP correspondence.  
 
2.2. Constituent to MP correspondence  
As the essential link between the people and parliament, an MP has a representative 
duty to provide channels of communication that allows members of the electorate to 
have close correspondence with them (Coleman 2006). The correspondence role is 
embedded in Britain’s political tradition according to Norton and Wood (1993), with 
communication between voters and their representatives being the most common 
form of participation after voting (Bimber 1999).  
Coleman (2005) notes that engaging in correspondence with an MP can shrink 
the distance between the people and the House of Commons, helping voters feel more 
connected to the institutions that represent them. Having a direct link between citizens 
and representatives also helps to legitimize the actions of a government according to 
Kurtz (1997), and provides voters with the opportunity to participate in the 
democratic process in between elections, reducing the democratic deficit (Stotsky 
1987).  
 Constituent to MP correspondence also benefits the Member of Parliament, as 
well as the voter. It can create a sense of duty and enjoyment from their job in 
knowing that they have helped a person with a query or problem (Searing 1985). 
Correspondence can also help keep Members informed of local issues in their 
constituency, taking note of important and re-occurring issues that need attention. 
Finally, being a good constituency member can gain the MP more votes at an 
election; being rewarded for their local duties rather than their party label (Cain, 
Ferejohn and Fiorina 1979).  
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 The most traditional way in which correspondence is received is via the 
postbag. The average Member would receive around fifteen letters a week pre-1960, 
and long hand written replies were given in response (Norton and Wood 1993). Today 
the number of letters has increased dramatically since the 1980s which saw 
parliament flooded with 30 million letters a year (Norton and Wood 1993). It is not 
just the quantity that has increased, it is also the quality, with constituents today 
wanting more specific and specialized information (Norton and Wood 1993). With 
this increased demand, MPs are likely to spend much more than the three hours a day 
dealing with correspondence that was reported in 1990 (Norton and Wood 1990). 
There are a number of reasons why there has been a rise in constituent-MP 
correspondence. Norton (1994) notes, foremost, that the UK has an expanding 
electorate, with more people of voting age than ever before due to ageing population. 
The growth of the public sector, which sees the government responsible for publicly 
owned goods and services, has also contributed to the rise in correspondence, with 
citizens contacting their local MPs regarding health services, schools and policing. 
The level of education, partnered with increased transparency and knowledge of the 
political system has led to citizens becoming more engaged in the political process; 
wanting to learn more and be kept up to date via their local representative. Finally, 
“success breeding success” has escalated correspondence; as MPs activate their 
constituency role, voters note that Members are there to represent them, making use 
of the service and encouraging others to do so (Norton 1994). 
 To cope with the increase in correspondence, MPs have required more 
recourses including additional office staff. A survey in 1971 showed that 97 per cent 
of MPs had secretaries in Westminster and the majority also had help in their 
constituency offices (Norton and Wood 1990). MPs do however seem to be coping 
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well in the face of the increased demands, with evidence showing that 75 per cent of 
the people whom contacted their representative reported a good or very good response 
(Norton and Wood 1990).  
 The increased correspondence between constituents and their representative 
illustrates the growing importance of the MP’s constituency face. Today in the digital 
age, a further development has contributed to the rise in MP-constituent 
communication: the Internet.  
 The Internet has changed, and arguably even revolutionized the way many 
citizens communicate with one another, removing geographical and time restrictions. 
This new communication tool has created new ways in which members of the public 
can contact their representative which are faster, more convenient and more direct 
than the more traditional forms of correspondence. A survey conducted in 2008 found 
that 70 per cent of people believe the Internet makes it easier for them to participate in 
politics, and 49 per cent prefer to participate online (Williamson 2010). 
In light of this, this research will explore the MP-constituent communication 
relationship by assessing MPs’ use of written communication tools when 
corresponding with their constituents, with specific interest in the use of new 
communication tools aided by the Internet. The main research question asks: are new 
communication tools being embraced by MPs and do they enhance MP-constituent 
correspondence in comparison to more traditional methods?  
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3. The Internet  
The Internet has changed the world we live in, enabling millions of people across the 
globe to connect to one another via a system of interconnected networks linking 
computer systems together. Today, more than 80 per cent of homes in the United 
Kingdom have Internet access and over 33 million adults use it everyday, making it a 
staple feature of daily life, aiding everything from shopping to lobbying (Office of 
National Statistics 2012). Although some critics have suggested that the Internet may 
undermine the personal relations citizens have offline, research has shown that the use 
of the these networked connections actually raises levels of social capital, the 
collective benefit that derives from the interaction of individuals and groups, by 
allowing users to maintain connections and interactions with others more easily and 
cheaper than before (Cogburn and Espinoza-Vasquez 2011).  
Today the term Web 2.0 is used to describe the contemporary use of the 
Internet, embedding the principles of participation, interaction and co-production 
online (Jackson and Lilleker 2009). This new generation of web design enables the 
two-way flow of information and encourages users to interact and be part of the 
Internet, not simply the consumer of it (Williamson, Miller and Fallon 2010). 
Previously, Web 1.0 was static in nature and referred to as being like “broacher ware” 
(Jackson and Lilleker 2009). The majority of MPs’ websites are examples of Web 1.0, 
which uses one-way communication to display fixed information for the promotion of 
the Member with little or no provisions for interaction (Jackson 2008).  
Social networking sites and instant messaging services are prime illustrations 
of applications that employ the principles of Web 2.0; creating an environment for 
people to build and maintain relationships and providing rich user experiences. Social 
networking is defined as “a group of Internet-based applications, that allow the 
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creation and exchange of User Generated Content” (Kaplan and Haenlein 2010). 
Although a relatively new phenomenon, adults in the UK appear to be embracing the 
new technologies with 48 per cent of people at voting age now using social 
networking sites (Office of National Statistics 2012). 
Due to its growth and increasing importance, a number of scholars have begun 
to investigate the impact that social networking and its properties have on democratic 
governments and citizens. Although some cyber sceptics believe that the Internet will 
have little or no effect on the political institutions and behaviour of the mass nor elite 
(Zittel 2006), there is already evidence that the online world is creating a space for ‘e-
democracy’, such as the e-petition website implemented by the British government. 
These changes however have not gone as far as some cyber-optimism predict it will, 
with the Internet and social media revolutionising the political landscape, replacing 
representative democracy with more citizen involvement and participation, known as 
direct democracy (Zittel 2006).  
At present it appears that the interactive nature of the Internet reinforces and 
improves representative democracy, rather than dissolves it (Gibson and Ward 1998), 
with some predicting that the a digital environment can help reconnect and enhance 
the relationship between voters and MPs, which has recently been weakened due to 
the parliamentary expenses scandal of 2009 (Deach 2012).  
It must be remembered however that not everyone has access to the online 
world. The so-called ‘digital divide’ describes the segregation between those who 
have access to the Internet and those who do not (McGoveran 2012, Effing, van 
Hillegersberg and Huibers 2011). There are a number of reasons why a person may 
not have access to the Internet. Some lack the resources needed to have a presence 
online, such as an Internet connection or a computer, due to financial constraints. 
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People that are illiterate, or struggle with literacy may find the mainly written format 
of the Internet hard to use. Others may simply not feel comfortable with the concept 
or confident enough to use new technologies that they are not familiar with. Age is 
often thought to be one the main factors that separate those who are digitally engaged 
and those who are not, with 16 to 24 year olds having the biggest social media 
presence (Office of National Statistics 2012).  
 
3.1. Twitter 
Twitter, launched in 2006, is one of the most used and talked about social networking 
sites, defined as a ‘free, real-time micro blogging and short messaging service’ 
(Carpenter 2010). It is a networking platform powered by the millions of users from 
all over the globe (Peterson 2012) that participate in sharing updates and broadcasting 
messages to many people at once (Ammann 2010) via the Twitter website or external 
applications that are accessed via smart phones and tablet computers. According to 
the Twitter description, the main use of Twitter is that it allows users to be connected, 
in real time, to the “latest stories, ideas, opinions and news” that users find interesting 
(Twitter 2013). Ifukor (2010) however observes that Twitter has three main uses: 
conversation, coordination and dissemination of information.  
Although there are a number of other social networking platforms, including 
Facebook and MySpace, Twitter has a number of advantages over these other sites. 
Livne et al. (2011) notes that as a public platform it is highly accessible with profiles 
and Tweets available to view without mutual agreement from users, or even needing 
to sign up to the site. This makes Twitter ideal for research purposes. Furthermore, 
Twitter has already been the focus of a number of scholarly investigations that have 
looked at social media in the political environment (including for example, Shirky 
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2011, Lassen and Brown 2011, Jackson and Lilleker 2011 and Ifukor 2010). Twitter 
is also one of the most popular social networking sites and is often used for political 
debate and discussion.  
Anyone can sign up to Twitter which enables users to create a profile; a page 
displaying a user’s information and posted updates (Twitter 2013a), and send 
‘Tweets’ which are updates restricted to 140 characters that are broadcast to the user’s 
‘followers’: other users which choose to see a person’s status updates. Users can also 
‘retweet’ updates from others that they find interesting, amusing or informative: 
sharing the status to their followers and displaying it on their profile.  
The hashtag symbol (#) is a key feature of Twitter, being used to highlight a 
key word or phrase in a Tweet that enables users to find Tweets from others on the 
same topics. Another key feature is the @ symbol, which is used to mention and reply 
to other users in a Tweet, enabling direct communication and conversation.  
Twitters popularity has seen an unprecedented rise each year of its existence, 
with a visitor increase of 1382% in just one year, from 2008 to 2009 (Jackson and 
Lilleker 2011). In 2010 around 50 million tweets were sent per day, but this rose 
substantially to more than 140 million in 2011 (Twitter Blog 2011). By May 2012, 
Twitter had 140 million users worldwide and 10 million users in the UK alone 
(Arthur 2012). 
 One of the reasons for Twitter’s increasing popularity is the use of the site by 
the famous and powerful, who choose to take to the social networking site to keep 
fans updated about their everyday lives. Famously, Barack Obama, one of the most 
followed on the site, tweeted a picture of himself and wife Michelle, with the words 
“Four more years” after winning the 2012 Presidential Election. It became the most 
re-tweeted update ever, with over 800,000 people from more than 200 countries 
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sharing the now iconic Tweet (Twitter 2012).  
Twitter has also had more dramatic and positive implications worldwide. In 
2012 a study found that Twitter had helped track the deadly disease cholera in Haiti 
(Hirschfeld 2012). It was found that Twitter was in fact faster than, and just as 
accurate as the official records that were used to track the process of the disease 
(Hirschfeld 2012). The site has also been used as a source of intelligence by NATO; 
using the application to gather information for possible airstrike targets in Libya 
(Garratt 2011).  
Furthermore, political research has investigated the role of Twitter in the 2011 
Middle East uprisings. Some scholars have noted that the social media site played a 
critical role in Egypt, where citizens used Twitter to mobilize support and help direct 
medical resources (Beaumont 2011). Others praised the online technology for 
relaying information from inside the country to those outside, keeping the world 
informed of the revolution movements (Beaumont 2011). 
 
3.2. Twitter in the political world  
Back in 2008, a Hansard Society report noted that Twitter did not feature on the 
political scene in the UK, with some authors noting that that the three main political 
parties were sceptical about the online word, viewing it as “inherently risky” 
(Williamson, Miller and Fallon 2010). However, the effective use of Twitter by 
Barack Obama in the 2008 and 2012 presidential elections signalled to representatives 
over the globe that the use of social media does affect the political arena and 
consequently increased the use of the online tool by MPs in the UK (Tumasjan et al. 
2010). Some reports have suggested that the Conservative Party spent half a million 
pounds on their social media presence at the last general election, and all three major 
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political parties now employ staff specifically to help with online activities, 
illustrating the perceived importance of being online (Williamson, Miller and Fallon 
2010).  
Twitter has been described as a “powerful online tool” (Carpenter 2010) 
because of its potential to provide a number of democratic benefits including 
increased transparency and more accountable government (McGoveran 2012). 
Furthermore, it encourages an online public sphere by allowing “democratic debate 
and political deliberation” to take place (Tumasjan et al. 2010). However, the use of 
Twitter by politicians has often made national news in the UK for the wrong reasons. 
Uncensored and careless Tweeting by representatives that are in the public 
eye, have led to some embarrassing incidents. For example, Diane Abbott, Labour 
MP for Hackney North, Tweeted a message that was deemed offensive and racist 
causing controversy. Speaking about the incident after, Chuka Umunna, Labour MP 
for Steatham, said, “for us as politicians, Twitter is a very useful tool to communicate 
with people, but it has its perils” (BBC News 2012). Prime Minister David Cameron 
also added to the Twitter debate, saying on radio, “the trouble with Twitter, the 
instantness of it – too many tweets might make a t**t” (Siddique 2009).  
In another incident, Kerry McCarthy, Labour MP for Bristol East, caused a 
media storm at the 2010 General Election by illegally posting the results of the 
election on Twitter (Swaine 2010). Despite this hiccup, Kerry McCarthy is the Labour 
parties’ ‘Twitter tsar’ (Stratton 2009). After being rated as the most influential 
Member of Parliament on the site, she was appointed the position just before the 2010 
General Election with the responsibility for encouraging other Labour MPs to adopt 
social media, illustrating that despite its risks, the importance of social media to 
political parties in the UK is growing.  
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3.3. Benefits of using Twitter 
A number of authors have set out reasons as to why MPs would adopt a Twitter 
profile. Jackson and Lilleker (2004) stated that MPs might start using Twitter because 
they don’t want to risk looking out of touch with the people they represent. One 
Liberal Democrat MP simply stated that many of her constituents were on Twitter, 
therefore she is (Featherstone 2003). Furthermore, Jackson (2003) set out a number of 
reasons why there has been an increased use in email, which can be applied to the 
adoption of Twitter. Reasons why an MP may adopt Twitter include: an increased 
demand from constituents, the bandwagon effect where MPs see others using Twitter 
and therefore feel that they should, and because the political party that they represent 
is encouraging them to create a profile (Jackson 2003). Finally, MPs may start using 
the site due to an increased awareness of the advantages and benefits it can bring to 
both them and their electorate (Jackson 2003). 
 
3.3.1. Benefits for the Representative 
Having a Twitter profile has a number of benefits for Members of Parliament. First, 
the successful use of social media during elections in the United States promoted 
Twitter in the “political campaign toolbox” (Tumasjan et al. 2010). Using Twitter 
during an election is often the time social networking sites see the most political 
activity (Williamson, Miller and Fallon 2010), offering politicians the chance to 
provide voters with information directly bypassing traditionally media; mobilizing 
citizens to get out and vote; coordinating grassroots supporters to hand out leaflets, 
put up posters or retweet information; and even raising funds (McGarth 2011, Garrett 
and Danziger 2011 and McGoveran 2012). One MP attributed their electoral win to a 
well-established presence online (Williamson, Miller and Fallon 2010), linking higher 
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voter appreciation to increased visibility and ability to contact representatives (Ward 
and Lusoli 2005).  
 A Twitter profile can also benefit the constituency face of an MP. With only 
22 per cent of citizens able to name their local MP, members of the public do not 
actively take an interest in their representatives’ work (Hansard Society 2013, 
Halstead 2002), therefore being present on a social media site can raise a Member’s 
visibility (Peterson 2012).  
MPs can also use Twitter as a source of information, observing what is topical 
in their constituency and listening to what their electorate is most concerned about. 
Moreover, constituents can also use the site for this function; to discover quickly and 
easily what their local MP is up to via their status updates, allowing Members to be 
more accessible to the people they represent (Jackson and Lilleker 2011). MPs can 
exploit this use by targeting their voters with updates that promote the work they are 
carrying out in their local district.  
Previous research has shown that MPs are using Twitter as a tool for 
impression management, shaping their own public profile online (Jackson and 
Lilleker 2011). They also appear to use the site to promote their constituency service 
work, announcing achievements and talking about local events attended. These tweets 
show MPs to be actively working for the citizens that elected them, with the hope that 
this effort will be reflected in their vote share (Jackson and Lilleker 2011). 
 
3.3.2. Benefits for the Represented   
Twitter can also provide a useful service that benefits the British electorate. Twitter 
provides citizens with a direct link to their Member of Parliament (Peterson 2012). As 
Twitter is an all-inclusive level playing field, not a top-down style of communication 
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(Jackson and Lilleker 2009), the direct link it provides can break down the traditional 
barriers thought to separate elite and mass (Jackson and Lilleker 2009). 
When Twitter is used for more than simply broadcast media, by embracing the 
Web 2.0 features (Hansard Society 2009), it has the potential to improve the 
relationship and flow of communication between the constituents and Members 
(Williamson 2009). According to Ewing, McDaniel and Davies (2010), a direct form 
of correspondence is something that does not come as easily from other forms of 
communication, such as a letter. Twitter breaks down time and geographical barriers, 
as well as making it easier to contact a Member of Parliament. Ward and Lusoli 
(2005) believe that using Twitter for communication purposes can lead to improved 
constituency service at the individual level. 
Online social media may also increase the participation rates of citizens within 
the political process, especially the younger, often inactive members of the electorate 
who can be engaged with politics via the online platform (Ammann 2010). Twitter 
provides a forum for political debate and deliberation to talk place, with citizens 
coming together to express their opinion on current issues and events (Tumasjan et al. 
2010). The ability to access more information (McGoveran 2012) and the enhanced 
accessibility of politicians (Ward and Lusoli 2005) that Twitter provides are also 
likely to increase participation, as voters are more inclined to engage in politics when 
it easier to do so and when they have access to more information.  
Furthermore, social media can be used to lead activism and make a political 
statement, as seen with the use of the hashtag #welovetheNHS. This protest was used 
to state why the National Health Service in the UK should not be subject to spending 
cuts by the government, although this was not its original intention when initiated by 
the governing Conservative Party (Hansard Society 2009).  
  
20 
3.4. Twitter use expectations 
With these benefits in mind it is not surprising that the number of MPs using the site 
has increased from the two back in December 2008. In just one year, to October 2009, 
this number raised to 79 MPs (Hansard Society 2009). Since the 2010 General 
Election, which was labelled as the first ‘social media election’ (McGoveran 2012 and 
Baxter, Marcella and Varfis 2011, Eaton 2010), Twitter has played a much more 
prominent role within British Politics. The first research question asks; which 
Members of Parliament use Twitter in 2013?  
 
The Internet and social media alike are often associated with younger citizens; 
with the common assumption that the youth generation are more inclined to 
established a presence and be active online. Research has provided evidence to 
support this theory, showing that citizens aged between 18 and 24 use Twitter nearly 
twice as much as an average website online (Honeycutt and Herring 2009). In a 
political study on the adoption of websites by Members of the House of Commons, 
Ward and Lusoli (2005) found a correlation between the age and Internet, presenting 
evidence that younger MPs were more likely to have a personal website on the 
Internet than older Members. From this past research, the first hypothesis states: 
 
H1: Younger MPs will be more likely to use Twitter than older representatives 
 
There appears to be disagreement within the previous literature regarding the 
influence of seat marginality on social media use. Some scholars, such as Ward and 
Lusoli (2005), Williamson, Miller and Fallon (2010) and Lassen and Brown (2011) 
state that the safeness of a seat does affect the adoption of a Twitter presence. These 
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authors believe that representatives in marginal seats, where the percentage of votes 
between the elected candidate and the candidate in second place was small, will be 
more likely to have a Twitter profile as they have a greater needed to be more visible 
and connected to their electorate than those MPs who reside in safe seats, which see 
Members with a larger percentage between them and their closest rival at the last 
election. However others, such as Peterson (2012) and Jackson (2003) do not echo 
these findings, claiming that the vote margin does not appears to affect an MP’s 
adoption of online tools. The second hypothesis is: 
 
H2: MPs in marginal seats will be more likely to have a Twitter presence those in 
safe seats  
 
Previous research has also tried to establish which political parties in the UK 
have embraced social networking better than others. In 2009, a Hansard Society 
report found that social media was predominantly used by Members that represented 
political parties on the left of the political spectrum; the Labour and Liberal Democrat 
parties. A study carried out on Scottish candidates use of social media at the 2010 
General Election showed that candidates standing for the Liberal Democrat Party 
where the most willing to establish a presence on social networking sites, where as 
contenders representing the Conservative Party, which stands to the right of the 
political spectrum, were the least likely (Baxter, Marcella and Varfis 2011). 
Additional research supports this claim, illustrating that Members of the Liberal 
Democrat Party are more likely to use the Internet and social media than member of 
the two other main political parties in the UK (Ward and Lusoli 2005). There appears 
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to be evidence therefore that the party an MP represents may impact their adoption of 
social media sites such as Twitter, thus the third hypothesis is:  
 
H3: MPs that represent parties on the left of the political spectrum will be more likely 
to use Twitter than those on the right, with Members of the Liberal Democrat Party 
being the most likely  
 
These hypotheses aim to answer the first research question and go some way 
towards answering the main research question, specifically identifying if new 
communication tools are being embraced by MPs in the United Kingdom.  
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4. Communication  
Although Members of Parliament appear to be establishing a larger presence on the 
social networking site Twitter, simply having a profile does not mean that MPs are 
using the new medium as a communication channel to correspond with constituents.  
Twitter is noted by some scholars to be used as mostly a one way, rather than 
two way communication tool by MPs, where Members log on to the social media site 
to broadcast messages to their followers (Hansard Society 2009). Williamson (2009) 
described Twitter use by MPs as a tool used to “communicate to, not with their own 
constituents”, illustrating that MPs appear to be using the Web 2.0 application as if it 
were Web 1.0. However, this previous research has been based on observation from 
afar or simple survey data, not an active investigation into their online practices. 
Furthermore, as Members “see digital media as largely positive in supporting their 
communication with constituents”, (Williamson 2009), there is a need for further 
research to discover if MPs use Twitter as a tool for correspondence, enabling 
constituents to communicate with their representative via this medium.  
Communication is one the primary functions and uses of Twitter (Ifukor 
2010), and the use of the site for correspondence between voters and Members can 
provide a number of democratic benefits to the UK. These benefits include 
encouraging those whom are least likely to contact their representative, i.e. the 
younger members of the electorate, to do so via increased accessibility online; 
developing a more interactive relationship between MPs and voters as the medium is 
real-time and easy to use on the go (Ward and Lusoli 2005); and promoting 
participation in politics outside of elections, reducing the democratic deficit. 
Furthermore, the use of Twitter for interactive engagement and conservation can 
enhance the MP-constituent relationship (Williamson 2009, Hansard Society 2009). 
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No studies as of yet have fully investigated the use of Twitter as a form of 
dialogue between voters and MPs, to determine if it can be a legitimate and effective 
channel of communication for constituents to contact their MPs. To be legitimate, 
Twitter must be used in accordance with established standards and therefore be 
exercised in the same manner as more traditional methods of communication. 
Furthermore, to adequately produce the expected result defines effectiveness; 
therefore Twitter must provide the anticipated outcome from the correspondence. As 
there are a number of communication tools that allow constituents to make contact 
with their local Member of Parliament, a comparison of these methods with Twitter 
will help to determine if Twitter is being used as a method of communication and if it 
provides advantages over more traditional correspondence tools. The second research 
question asks: which communication tools prove to be most effective when constituent 
correspond with Members of Parliament?  
 
4.1. Letter 
The most traditional form of written communication is a letter. This form of 
communication allows one to one correspondence that conveys a message from 
sender to receiver (Nevalainen 2004). According to Stotsky (1987), the letter is a 
powerful form of ‘civic writing’ that enables a member of the electorate to contact 
their representative regarding matters of importance. Over the last century the number 
of letters a Member of Parliament receives as increased dramatically (Stotsky 1987). 
However, this form of communication has a number of constraints that hinder 
effective communication between the voter and their representative.  
 Time is a letter’s biggest hindrance, with all the steps taken to send a letter 
taking time to complete, from finding the address of the recipient to purchasing a 
  
25 
postal stamp to deliver the letter. The reliance on the postal service, the Royal Mail in 
the UK, also adds additional time onto the sending and receiving of a letter as mail is 
only collected and delivered at certain times of the day (Barton and Hall 2005). A 
letter is undoubtedly a slow process (Hansard Society 2009). 
 The cost of sending a letter can also be substantial both for the constituent 
who needs to buy a stamp and any of the writing equipment they do not already have, 
but also for the MP. In 2003, Norton and Wood (1993) noted that for an MP the 
average letter costs around £47 to send, but this can reach hundreds depending on the 
resources needed for the reply. It is likely that the cost has risen over the last ten 
years.  
 To be able to send a letter the address of the recipient must be known. 
Although telephone directories and the Internet have made it easier to find a postal 
address, the reliance on external sources to be able to send a letter means that the 
process is not independent. It appears that the traditional letter is now somewhat 
reliant on new technologies, with computers using word processing programs being 
used to type and print letters rather than hand writing correspondence.  
 The act of writing a letter does however have advantages; it can be as long or 
as short as the individual wishes (although a longer letter is likely to cost more to 
post), and a letter, especially if hand written, has a personal touch. Additionally, some 
members of the electorate are often satisfied with simply a response to their letter, 
even if the highlighted problem is not resolved, as they appreciate the effort that has 
gone into simply listening to their concerns or query (Rawlings 1999). 
In the UK all Members of Parliament have the same parliamentary postal 
address: House of Commons, London, SW1A 0AA (Parliament 2013a), making the 
process of sending a letter to a representative less time-consuming. Furthermore, a 
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letter with a return address allows MPs to instantly know if the sender is a member of 
their constituency. This is vital because parliamentary regulations in the UK mean 
that Members can only act on behalf of voters that they represent and therefore 
resides in their constituency (Parliament 2013b).  
 
4.2. Email  
The Internet has enabled new modes of communication, with email being the most 
mature and widely used online tool for correspondence (Engel 2011). In 2002, 48 per 
cent of MPs were contactable via email (Halstead 2010). Six years later, a study of 
168 MPs found that email was now Members primary online communication tool, 
with 92 per cent of them using the facility for correspondence (Williamson 2009). Of 
these MPs, 87 per cent said that email is a useful tool, illustrating its importance in 
aiding representative work (Williamson 2009).  
Sir George Young, former leader of the House of Commons stated: “those 
[MPs] who don’t offer at least email contact will increasingly be regarded as 
inaccessible by their progressive constituents” (Jackson 2003). However, in 
comparison to other institutions Member of the House of Commons are behind both 
the European Parliament and the Portuguese and Swedish Parliaments, as British MPs 
tend to disagree that the use of email is of equal importance to letters for 
communicating with constituents (Leston-Banderia 2007).  
The email has a number of advantages over the traditional letter which make 
corresponding with a representative online easier, cheaper and faster. Sending an 
email is often easier than a letter because it can be sent from the comfort of the home 
or office, with no need to buy a stamp or get to a post box. This is especially helpful 
for those constituents that are elderly or disabled and find getting about challenging 
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(Jackson 2003). The actual cost of sending an email is nothing, assuming that the user 
has a computer and Internet connection. Additionally, the same email can be sent to 
vast number of people at one time and provides the advantage of being able to 
forward online news stories or attach documents (Jackson and Lilleker 2004).  
Despite these benefits, email has recently seen a decline in its use, and there is 
a threat that it may lose its title as the most used method of electronic communication 
(Vascellaro 2009). Furthermore, it does have a number of drawbacks. Firstly, the 
constituent sending the email needs to know the email address of their representative 
beforehand. This can become problematic, especially because some MPs do not make 
their email address publicly available. Jackson (2003) noted three reasons why MPs 
do not advertise their email address: firstly, is it used and sometimes even abused by 
pressure groups, filling up inboxes and taking time away from dealing with 
constituent correspondences. Secondly, some MPs believe that emails are not relevant 
as some users, including MPs, do not access their email at home; however in the ten 
years since this article was published, email is now able to be accessed at home and 
on the go via a mobile phone. Finally, Jackson (2003) notes that some MPs simply do 
not think that emails offer advantages over the traditional postbag.  
Email can also bring a number of burdens to Members of Parliament. First, it 
is hard to know geographically where the email has come from, as the sender is 
simply just an email address (Marcella, Baxter and Smith 2003). This causes 
problems for the MP as they must first establish if the voter is a member of their 
constituency or not, which may result in a number of emails being sent to and from 
before the original request or enquiry is dealt with. It is thought that nearly half of all 
emails received come from non-constituents (Jackson 2003).  
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The increasing amount of emails being received everyday by MPs may be 
causing some to experience “information overload” (Soucel and Moser 2010), as well 
as being distracted by spam and other non important mail that overshadows crucial 
correspondence. One Member notes that 90 per cent of their correspondence is via 
email, however the number of letters they received has not declined, meaning their 
workload has increased dramatically due to the use of this online tool (Williamson 
2009).  
The speed and ease in which emails can be sent can mean that some voters 
have unrealistic expectations regarding a response from their MP (Jackson 2003). 
Email is often not as quick or as instant as many expect it to be partially because 
people have different email accounts for different purposes, including a work address 
that is only checked during working hours. Additionally, it is important to remember 
that not everyone has access to the Internet or email, therefore an MP must not 
prioritize or be over-reliant on this form of communication as this may lead some 
constituents to be excluded (Williamson 2009). 
Marcella and Baxter, joined by colleagues, conducted three studies that looked 
at the role of the Internet at the 2003, 2007 and 2010 Scottish elections (Marcella, 
Baxter and Smith 2003, Marcella, Baxter and Cheah 2008 and Baxter, Marcella and 
Varfis 2011). As part of their studies they sent emails to both political parties and 
candidates regarding key policies of the election and examined the speed of their 
reply and the response they gave. The response rate of the candidates was poor, with a 
high of 50 per cent in 2007. In 2003, only 7 of the 24 of the emails sent received a 
response. The average time taken to reply was two days, with around 76 per cent of 
the responses received within two days in 2007 and 2011, up from an average of four 
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days in 2003, indicating that the use of email within politics is becoming more 
efficient with faster response times.  
Although the findings from these studies are interesting, the research has a 
number of limitations. First, they were conducted during an election, which is a 
period of time very different from the working environment MPs have day-to-day. 
Many voters get their information regarding candidates and elections from the 
mainstream media, rather than contacting them directly. Furthermore, although 
candidates are trying to be elected, they do not have any responsibility to the people 
contacting them, whereas elected representatives do; therefore the constituency role of 
an elected MP may be a better focus for assessing the nature of correspondence.  
 In addition, the emails that were sent were not compared to any other form of 
communication (although the authors sent a small number of Tweets in 2010, no 
replies were received, allowing no comparison to be made). Lastly, the studies only 
looked at Scottish candidates, not allowing for generalizations to be made about all 
British representatives. 
Bowers-Brown and Gunter (2002) also tested the use of emails by political 
parties. Although all of the responses they received were within 24 hours of the 
emails being dispatched, the very small number of emails sent (just four to each 
political party) means that this data is unrepresentative and unreliable, thus further 
research is warranted into the use of email by Members of Parliament.  
 
4.3. Twitter  
Honeycutt and Herring (2009) illustrated in their study that Twitter can be and is used 
for communication between users. The use of the @ sign signals that a Tweet is 
addressed to another user; indicating a correspondence between two or more Twitter 
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users. In their study, they found that of the Tweets they studied, 91 per cent of the 
status updates containing the @ sign were a “direct tweet to specific addressee”, with 
the other Tweets usually updates containing emails address (which contains the @ 
sign), or using the symbol as an abbreviation of ‘at’ (Honeycutt and Herring 2009).  
As a real-time application, Twitter allows users to instantly interact with each 
other, creating an immediate and direct link between Members of Parliament and the 
people they represent (Peterson 2012, Carpenter 2010). Unlike communication via 
letter and email, when using Twitter to correspond with representatives the 
constituent does not need to know the MP’s email or postal address beforehand. The 
Twitter website and mobile applications have a search engine which allows users to 
find other users by entering their names, therefore enabling a voter to find their local 
MP quickly and easily and contact them instantly.  
Twitter is an individual and personal phenomenon, which means that MPs use 
their account for both their personal and public life; therefore they are likely to use the 
networking site both in and outside of working hours, making them more accessible. 
The individualistic nature of social media appears to appeal to the modern MP, which 
sees them increasingly act as individuals rather than ‘lobby fodder’, where 
traditionally an MP’s main duty was to vote and stay in line with their party. This 
change is due to the weakening of party ties since the 1970s, allowing Members to 
undertake increased individual engagement with constituents (Hansard Society 2009).   
 Furthermore, as Twitter is a public platform, if the MP does not respond to a 
Tweet from a voter addressed to them, other users and the mainstream media can see 
that they have not responded. This may encourage the Member of Parliament to 
ensure they are engaging with requests from citizens, as they do not want to risk 
looking ignorant or out of touch with the people they represent.  
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Despite these benefits, Twitter does have some disadvantages when being 
used as a communication tool between MP and constituents. Firstly, like email, social 
networking has drastically altered citizens’ expectations of immediacy of 
communication, with Twitter users expecting an almost instant response to Tweets 
(Williamson 2009, Hansard Society 2009). However, these expectations are not 
realistic, as MPs cannot be online ready to respond to enquiries at all times of the day, 
due to the vast amount of other responsibilities they have as legislators. In addition, as 
Members can be contacted by any of the users on the site, they must decide which 
Tweets are worthy a response, as some may not warrant attention, including those 
from non-constituents and pressure groups (Williamson 2009). Furthermore, like 
email, the MPs does not know if the user contacting them via Twitter is a constituent 
in their district or not.  
 Twitters biggest constraint however, when being used as a communication 
tool, is the restriction of tweets to 140 characters in length. Allowing only brief 
messages to be exchanged between users, meaning that Twitter is unlikely to be used 
for in-depth conversations between representatives and voters (Hansard Society 
2009). With Tweets restricted in this way, Lasses and Brown (2011) ask  “[can a] 
service that limits posts to a maximum of 140 characters become a genuine part of 
political discourse?”  
The length restriction of tweets does not mean that Twitter’s use as a 
communication tool is redundant. A Hansard Society report from 2009 notes that 
abbreviating the message in a Tweet does not mean that it loses its meaning (Hansard 
Society 2009), and Lasses and Brown (2011) assert that this distinguishable feature 
makes it of interest to study. Furthermore, when what can be said is restricted, the 
users must take more care in their message by ensuring that it is to the point and 
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delivers the intended response; the brevity of a message is good (Ifukor 2010). This 
may lead to a more specific and to the point response to constituents from their MP 
via Twitter, which provides the voter with an effective answer, presenting the 
expected response, without the addition of other information that was not intended. A 
study conducted by Rawlings (1990) found when observing MP-constituent 
correspondence via letter that only 3 per cent simply gave the information asked for, 
while 17.7 per cent supplied additional information the constituent had not intended to 
receive.  
From this discussion the fourth and fifth hypotheses are: 
 
H4: Electronic communication via the Internet (email and Twitter) will receive a 
faster response than non-electronic (letter), with Twitter being the fastest  
 
H5: Twitter will provide the most specific response to the query, compared to a letter 
and an email that will provide additional, unintended information in response 
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5. Methodology  
To answer the main research question, research was undertaken in two stages to 
correspond with the two research questions and two sets of hypotheses. The first part 
of the research collected data from various sources to determine which MPs do and do 
not use Twitter. This data was then used to assess the characteristics of those MPs that 
have a Twitter profile. The second stage of the research used a field experiment to 
determine if Twitter is being used as a communication tool by MPs to communicate 
with constituents. The experiment sought to discover if Twitter provides 
communicational advantages, that of speed and clarity, over more traditional 
communication methods to the voter when corresponding with Members of 
Parliament.  
 
5.1. Case selection  
The unit of analysis for this research is Members of Parliament (MPs) in the United 
Kingdom. Members of the House of Lords, the upper chamber of the British bi-
cameral legislative system, have not been selected as voters in a constituency do not 
elect them.  
For the first stage of the research, all 650 individual Members were used to 
assess the adoption of Twitter (N = 650). For the field study the sample size was 
reduced to 10 per cent of MPs (N = 65). A random sample was taken from the full 
dataset and the 65 selected MPs were used in the experiment. Although the sample 
was random to avoid bias and to give every MP to opportunity to be chosen, it was 
also important that the sample is representative of the total number of MPs. The 
reason for reducing the case size was to ensure that the experiment is carried out 
effectively and efficiently; the experiment would have been very time consuming and 
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expensive (the total cost of sending letters) if all 650 cases were used, therefore due to 
monetary and time limits, a more manageable sample has been used.  
 
5.2. Data collection and operationalization 
The collection of the data needed and the analysis undertaken to answer the research 
questions and assess the five hypotheses was done in two stages and followed the 
two-step process described earlier. 
 
5.2.1. Twitter use 
Data collection 
To determine which MPs use Twitter and establish if the first three hypotheses can be 
supported, the data for the independent variables was collected over the course of one 
five days, between 8
th
 and 12
th
 April 2013.  
 Firstly, the names and constituencies of all 650 MPs were found on the UK 
parliamentary website (Parliament 2013a). This website also lists the party the MP 
represents and their vote margin at the last general election. Unfortunately, the year in 
which MPs were born, needed for H1, was not readily available in one place; 
therefore it was collected from a number of different locations. It was usually found 
on the MPs website, or the political party website. 
No significant problems were encountered when collecting the data, although 
one Labour MP did step down during the data collection, they were still included in 
the research as the by-election to elect the new representative was set to take place 
after the data collection period has ended. Therefore the full sample was used. 
Next, data was collected for the dependent variable, to determine which MPs 
do and do not have Twitter. Tweetminster.co.uk is a website that monitors all British 
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MPs on Twitter, displaying their name, Twitter username, the political party they 
represent, their constituency, the number of people they are following, the number of 
followers and the number of Tweets sent. The website, which has been used to collect 
data for previous research (see Jackson and Lilleker 2011), was used to collect the 
data for the depended variable; an MPs Twitter presence, and the number of Tweets to 
establish if their Twitter use is active. 
 Although it is unlikely that Tweetminster have missed any MPs off their list 
due to its status and relations with world wide organizations, they were checked along 
side the Parliamentary website which also displays the a link to an MPs Twitter 
profile. However, not all of the MPs that have a Twitter profile, display a link on the 
parliamentary website, therefore the parliamentary website was not used as the 
primary source of data for this variable. 
It is also important to keep in mind that some MPs may have a Twitter profile 
which has not been displayed by Tweetminster nor the parliamentary website. This 
may be for a number of reasons, including the possibility that self-created usernames 
may not reflect their actual name, making it hard to find their profile, or they do not 
publicise their presence. However, it is likely that both of these limitations also limit 
members of the electorate from ‘following’ these candidates, therefore their Twitter 
presence is expected to be insignificant and thus not relevant for this study. Spoof 
Twitter profiles have not been included as they cannot be used to contact an MP as 
they are a run by a third party.  
   
Operationalization and measurement  
The dependent variable, Twitter use, was operationalized by determining if the MP 
has a Twitter profile or not. A Twitter profile is defined as a ‘page displaying 
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information about a user, as well as all the Tweets they have posted from their 
account’ (Twitter 2013a). The dichotomous variable was coded 1 if they did have a 
Twitter profile and 0 if they did not.  
The first hypothesis (H1: younger MPs will be more likely to use Twitter than 
older representative) was operationalized by looking at the year in which MPs were 
born. The independent variable therefore is their birth year.   
The second hypothesis (H2: MPs in marginal seats will be more likely to have 
a Twitter presence those in safe seats) was operationalized by looking at the MP’s 
voter majority in their constituency at the last general election of 2010. Marginality 
was measured by observing the vote percentage of the winning candidate (the MP) 
and that of the candidate in second place, and calculating the difference between the 
two figures. In theory this number could range from 0.01 to 99.99%, however both 
figures are unlikely to occur in reality. Ward and Lusoli’s (2005) criteria for assessing 
the marginality of a seat was used, which states that a marginal seat is one with a 
majority of <10 per cent, and a safe seat are those with >35 per cent.  
The third hypothesis (H3: MPs that represent parties on the left of the political 
spectrum will be more likely to use Twitter than those on the right, with Members of 
the Liberal Democrat Party being the most likely) was operationalized by looking at 
the political party an MP represents. The three main parties were coded using their 
initial: Conservative Party (C), Labour Party (L), Liberal Democrat Party (LD) and 
other parties (O). All 11 political parties residing in the House of Commons were then 
divided into those on the left (1) and those on the right (2), based on their ideological 
position on government intervention; a traditional way to separate parties by political 
orientations (Jones 2007). The left-right division of parties can be seen in Appendix 1.  
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Analysis  
Binary logistic regression analysis was conducted using the computer program 
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), to determine the relationship 
between Twitter use and the three independent variables: age, vote margin and 
political party.  
 
5.2.2. Communication of MPs 
Data collection 
The second stage of the research was undertaken using a covert field experiment to 
test if Twitter is being used as a communication tool by MPs, alongside other forms 
of correspondence, establishing if social media is a legitimate and effective channel of 
correspondence for voters to contact their local representative. The experiment sent a 
Tweet, email and letter to the selected MPs using a dummy identity and evaluated the 
speed and content of their response.  
The number of cases was reduced for the experiment (N=65), as using all 650 
MPs in the experiment would have been impracticable. A random sample of 10 per 
cent of the MPs was selected using SPSS. After the sample was selected it was 
checked against the original population to ensure that it was representative. Table 1 
below shows the new sample to be representative, by comparing the means of the 
original population and new sample.  
 
 
 
 
 
  
38 
Table 1. Comparison of population and sample (April 2013) 
 
Variable Population Sample 
Twitter Profile 0.63% 0.68% 
Number of Tweets 2,483.20 2,752.27 
Year Born 1960 1961 
Vote Majority 18.70% 20.28% 
Political Party 
Labour 40% 42% 
Conservative 47% 46% 
Liberal Democrat 0.90% 0.50% 
Other 0.50% 0.80% 
N = 650 65 
 
 
As noted earlier, in 2003, 2007 and 2010 Marcella et al. conducted 
investigations into the use of the Internet by Scottish parties and candidate during 
elections. They looked at the website content of both parties and candidates, as well 
as conducting a covert experiment where they sent emails to candidates. The 
experiment undertaken in this study contains some of the features of Marcella et al.’s 
in that it sent emails and Tweets to politicians, however it also sought to improve on 
their research by conducting the experiment outside of an election, focusing on the 
constituency role of an MP, and by comparing new communication tools with more 
traditional methods.  
Field experiments are often used to evaluate the effects of political 
communication as it allows research to be carried out in the real world enhancing 
external validity and generalizability (Gerber 2011). The use of a covert experiment, 
furthermore, means that the normal procedures undertaken by MPs are being assessed 
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as the participant is unaware that it is being monitored for research and will therefore 
respond to the correspondence in their usual manner.  
Alternative methods could have been used, such as questionnaires that asked 
MPs if they use Twitter to communicate with voters. However this has a number of 
disadvantages including that MPs have a poor response rate to questionnaires and 
they rely on self-reporting meaning there may be variation in their interpretation of 
the questions and answers (Jackson and Lilleker 2004). Wright (2011) called for more 
experimental research designs to be carried out when looking at the relationship 
between politics and new technology, in order to stop ‘assessing the impacts of new 
technologies without intervening directly in the practice’. Therefore an experiment 
was deemed to be a welcome additional to the field and provides the most reliable 
results. 
Norton (1994) identifies a number of reasons why a constituent may contact 
their local MP, one being an “information provider”, where Members are regularly 
approached by constituents seeking information or advice. A survey conducted in 
1978 found that 80 per cent of people who contacted their representative did so to 
obtain information (Norton and Wood 1990). On this basis a request was made for 
information in the correspondence sent by asking the MP when and where their next 
constituency surgery is. 
Additionally, the request mentioned that the constituent wishes to discuss 
health issues, giving the MPs the chance to elaborate their replies by providing 
information on health issues in their area. This is of interest when assessing the fourth 
hypothesis, as Twitter is thought to answer the question asked more specifically, due 
to the restricted character limit of 140 characters per Tweet. In contrast a letter and an 
email allow more space and therefore the answer may contain additional information 
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not asked for. Appendix 2 provides an example of the letter, email and Tweet that 
were sent. The request made in the correspondence stated: “I am moving to your area 
in the coming month and would like to discuss health issues with you, therefore can 
you let me know when and where is your next surgery?” 
A dummy identity was created to undertake the experiment in order to 
eliminate bias. It was important that the identity of the ‘constituent’ is as neutral as 
possible; therefore the name Robin Smith was used, as it is gender neutral. 
Additionally, no party affiliation was made to ensure no partisan bias and no 
reference to political positions or economic and/or educational status. An email 
account (robinsmith926@gmail.com) and Twitter account (@Robin_Smith12) were 
set up using this identity.  
Letters were sent to the 65 selected MPs parliamentary address in 
Westminster, London at 3pm on 17
th
 April 2013 using the identity of Robin Smith, 
but using a single address in the UK as the return address for replies. Emails were sent 
to 64 MPs over the course of seven minutes at 4pm, again on the 17
th
 March. The 
email address of one Conservative MP could not be found either on the parliamentary 
website, nor their personal website and was therefore excluded from the email 
experiment. Finally Tweets were sent from the account to those Members that have a 
Twitter profile, in working hours between 9am and 5pm, and staggered over four 
working days to avoid arousing suspicion or being reported as SPAM. The date and 
times that correspondences were sent, the date and time that a reply was received and 
what the reply said were recorded in a dataset. The MPs were given four weeks to 
reply; after this date, their response was recorded as none (0).  
During this time, no major events occurred that could have disrupted the 
experiment; however, in the third week, one Conservative MP included in the 
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experiment was arrested and released on bail which may have hindered their response 
to the correspondence. 
As noted earlier, the majority of Members of Parliament now employ office 
staff to help with their workload, including their constituency responsibilities. It is 
common practice now that the staff may correspond with constituents on behalf of the 
MP due to the increased work and professionalized nature of the modern MP (Leston-
Banderia 2007a). This did not however affect the research as the focus of this study is 
the procedure undertaken daily when dealing with ordinary correspondence. 
When undertaking the experiment a number of limitations were 
predetermined. Firstly, MPs may have suspected that the communication is part of an 
experiment and therefore choose not to respond. Secondly, when sending a letter, the 
constituency of the sender is easily identifiable from the return address; therefore the 
MP may have chosen not to respond if the address is not in their constituency.  
Protocols of House of Commons state that an MP must only deal with their 
own constituents that reside in their district (Williamson 2009). Therefore, it was 
possible that Members would not respond to the correspondence because the dummy 
identity is not a constituent. However precautions were taken to limit this reaction by 
stating that the sender is a prospective constituent, moving to their area in the coming 
month.  
It was important that the ethical implications of the experiment are taken into 
account, especially because the participants of the experiment, the MPs, were 
unaware that they were taking part; this is known as covert observational research. 
 Amstel (2013) identifies a number of ethical arguments surrounding the use 
of covert research. Firstly, it is argued that it can be an invasion of privacy; however 
for this research observation was carried on the activities of MPs public lives, their 
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role as constituency representatives. Secondly, the deception of participants is seen as 
a potential problem, however it was important that MPs are not aware that they are 
part of an experiment as this may have changed their behaviour when responding the 
correspondence, consequently leading to difficulty in measuring the dependent 
variable. Additionally, the ethics of the experiment may be called into question by 
some due to the intervening into an MPs working practice (Gerber 2011), however the 
experiment did not ask MPs to undertake any duties that fall outside of their usual 
activities and the request for surgery information is not a demanding request. Finally, 
no harm, physical, psychological, financial, social or otherwise was administered on 
the participants of the experiment, and the experiment followed the experimental 
methodology strictly to eliminate the chance of external interference.   
 
Measurement 
 The dependent variable is the response of Members of Parliament. This was 
operationalized and measured against a set of criteria that has been constructed from 
the previous literature on MP-constituent communication to test H3 and H4. The 
criteria assessed the speed and answer of the MPs reply. Speed is of main interest 
when testing H3, whereas the answer given is of interest when assessing H4. Table 2 
below sets out the criteria and how it was measured. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
43 
Table 2. Criteria for measuring Members response to correspondence  
 
 
The independent variables are the communication tools. As set out in the 
literature review, written communication tools will be assessed: letter, email and 
Twitter. These methods of communication have been selected as they allow for 
variation, but are still similar in that they are all written methods of communication. 
Although MPs can be reached by a number of other methods, including a phone call 
and attendance of their surgeries, these types of communication are not written and 
therefore cannot easily be compared. 
 
Analysis  
Analysis of the correspondence was undertaken in a number of ways. First, 
descriptive analysis was used to assess which tools of communication received a 
response and the mean time taken for the response to be received. Binary logistic 
regression was then used to assess if the three predictor variables (age, political party 
and margin of victory) have an effect on the response of MPs.  
 Text analysis was carried out on the responses to determine if they provided 
the surgery information asked for, alongside additional health information and any 
other points of interest from the replies.  
Criteria Observation Measurement 
Speed 
How long is the period of time from when the 
correspondence is sent to when the MP answers 
Days 
Response The MP responds to the correspondence 
1 = yes 
0 = no 
Answer The MP provides surgery date, time and place 
1 = yes 
0 = no 
Additional 
information 
The MP provides information on health services 
1 = yes 
0 = no 
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6. Findings 
6.1. Twitter use 
In the week the data was collected 63 per cent of Members of Parliament in the 
United Kingdom had a Twitter profile; 410 Members, out of a possible 650, 
illustrating that the majority of representatives have established a presence on social 
media. Although this number is likely to increase over time, with some MPs possibly 
creating a Twitter profile just hours after the data collection had been completed, this 
figure is significantly more than the two MPs using Twitter in December 2008 
(Williamson, Miller and Fallon 2010).  
The indicator of an active Twitter user is the number of Tweets they have 
published. Some MPs seem to update their Tweets regularly, with one Labour MP 
having Tweeted 39,895 times since they created their profile in December 2008. 
However, this is not surprising as this MP has been responsible for promoting the use 
of social networking within their political party. At the other end of the scale, 
although some have a presence on the site, some MPs do not actively use their profile, 
with one Liberal Democrat not having sent any Tweets at the time of the data 
collection.  
 Graph 1 shows that most representatives with a Twitter account have sent a 
relatively small number of Tweets, under 1000, as the histogram is skewed to the left. 
The mean number of Tweets that MPs with a Twitter profile have sent is 2,483. The 
outliers are the MPs that have sent a lot of Tweets and they appear to bias the mean 
(Field 2009).  
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Graph 1. Total number of Tweets sent by Members of Parliament 
 
 
 
Note: This histogram shows the frequency, or number, of Tweets sent by all MPs that have 
Twitter; N = 410. The Y axis shows the number of MPs, whilst the X axis shows the number of 
Tweets sent. 
 
 
Binary logistic regression was carried out in order to assess the relationship 
between the three independent predictor variables; year of birth, vote margin and 
political party, and the presence of a Twitter profile. 
Logistic regression first illustrates, via the baseline model which excludes all 
independent variables, that if the research were to predict that every MP has a Twitter 
profile, then it would be right 63 per cent of the time; therefore the baseline model 
correctly categorized 63 per cent of MPs as having a Twitter presence (Field 2009).  
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The final model, which includes all of the independent variables: an MP’s age, 
vote margin and political party, shows that MPs are correctly categorized 71.9 per 
cent of the time, an improvement from the initial model.
1
 This indicates that the 
inclusion of one or more of the independent variables will significantly affect the 
ability to predict if an MP has a Twitter profile or not (Field 2009).  
Further interpretation is needed to determine to what extent each of the 
predictor variables affects the dependent variable. The odds ratio will be used as it 
shows the change in odds that an MP will use Twitter resulting from a unit change in 
the predictor or independent variables (Field 2009). 
The odds ratio for the predictor variable, year of birth is 1.09. This indicates 
that for every one year increase in a Members birth year, the odds that they will have 
a Twitter account increases by 1.09. As the higher the birth year, the younger the MP, 
this indicated that younger representative are more likely to have Twitter than older 
MPs, supporting for the first hypothesis.  
This second hypothesis concerns the margin of victory Members had at the 
last general election in May 2010. The margin of victory is the percentage of votes 
that the MP won by over their closest rival, the candidate in second place, indicating a 
safe or marginal seat. 
 The odds ration for this predictor variable is 0.98, a value less than one. This 
means that for every one percentage point increase in vote margin, the odds of having 
Twitter is reduced by 0.98 percentage points; as the margin of victory increases, the 
odds of using Twitter decreases. Thus, the lower the margin of victory, the more 
likely the MP is to have a Twitter profile, proving support for the second hypothesis.   
To determine if the political party an MP represents affects the odds of them 
                                                 
1
 Classification tables show that the baseline model correctly predicts 63 per cent of MPs using Twitter, 
whereas the final model predicts 71.9 per cent correctly. The cut value is 0.5. 
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having a Twitter account, a calculation was carried out which divides the odds of an 
MP having a Twitter account when an MP represents a political party on the left of 
the political spectrum by the probability of an MP having a Twitter account when an 
MP represents a party on the right.  
The odds ratio is 2.72, indicating that the odds of an MP on the left having a 
Twitter profile is 2.72 times higher than an MP from a political party on the right, 
partially supporting hypothesis 3.  
  To assess the three main parties individually and determine if Members of the 
Liberal Democrat Party are more likely to have a Twitter presence than the other main 
parties, the Labour and Conservative Party, further analysis was conducted. The 
political party variable was recoded and the regression was run again.
2
  
The Labour and Liberal Democrat Members were compared to MPs from the 
Conservative Party and the other eight small parties that reside in the House of 
Commons. When looking at the Labour Party, the odds ratio was 2.47, indicating that 
Members of the Labour Party were 2.47 times more likely to have a Twitter profile 
than those MPs representing the Conservative and the smaller political parties.  
For the Liberal Democrat Party, the odds ratio was 3.27, which shows that 
MPs representing the Liberal Democrat Party were 3.27 times more likely to have a 
Twitter profile than MPs representing their coalition partners, the Conservatives, or 
the smaller political parties. These findings support the third hypothesis, as Members 
of the Liberal Democrat Party are more likely to have a Twitter profile than MPs from 
other parties.  
Table 5 shows the odds ratio for all three independent variables. With all three 
variables significant, the age of an MP, the political party they represent and the 
                                                 
2
 Liberal Democrat = 1, Labour = 2, Conservative and others = 3; the final category (3) was the base 
category.  
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margin they won their constituency by, all affect the probability of MPs adopting 
Twitter. 
 
 Table 5. Predicting MPs’ Twitter use by age, margin of victory and political party 
 
Note: * p < .05  
 
6.2. Communication experiment  
The field experiment aimed to answer the second research question regarding 
effective methods of communication in which constituents can contact their local 
representative. 
 
Letter 
Four weeks after the letters were sent 15 out of 65 sent had received a reply. This 
response rate of 23.1 per cent appears to be very low. Although two replies were 
received after the experiment had ended, and more replies may be delivered once the 
study is completed, this response rate means that constituents can wait more than a 
month for a response from their local MP.  
The responses trickled in over the four weeks with a slight peak in replies one 
week after the initial correspondence was sent. There appears to be no pattern in the 
letter response time; graph 2 illustrates this.  
 95% CI for Odds Ratio  
Variable B (SE) Lower Upper Odds Ratio 
Year of Birth 0.83 (0.01)* 1.07 1.12 1.09 
Margin of Victory -0.20 (0.01)* 0.97 0.99 0.98 
L-R Political Party 1.00 (0.19)* 1.88 3.93 2.72 
Labour Party 0.90 (0.20)* 1.68 3.63 2.47 
Liberal Democrat Party 1.19 (0.36)* 1.6 6.69 3.27 
  
49 
Graph 2. Days taken to receive a response via letter 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: The bar graph shows the date and frequency of letter replies. 
 
Three letters received a reply via email, indicating that these MP had realised 
that the same person had sent more than one correspondence with the same request. 
However, it also indicates that some MPs prefer responding via email.  
 Although precautions were made to minimize the effect of not being a 
constituent in the MP’s area by stating that the sender will be moving to their 
constituency soon, Members often requested the details of the new address. Some 
wanted this information before giving a full reply to the enquiry, whereas others 
wanted the new address to ensure the sender is a constituent and to update their 
contacts. Seven out of the 15 replies requested this information, with six wanting the 
address before they would answer the enquiry.  
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 40 per cent of the MPs that replied provided surgery times, six out of 15; some 
within the context of the letter and some with surgery leaflets included. When only 
those MPs that did not want the new address before answering the enquiry are 
included this raises to 66.7 per cent; the majority providing the information asked for. 
No MPs offered additional information on health services. 
Interestingly, eight MPs asked the sender to contact them via another means to 
obtain the information asked for, all of these Members suggesting by telephone and 
half suggesting email.  
 
Email 
55 MPs responded to the enquiry by email, giving a response rate of 84.6 per cent. 30 
of the emails sent received an automated acknowledgment from the MP, which is an 
automatically generated email that thanks the sender for their correspondence and 
explains that it will be dealt with in due course. This is a useful tool as it informs the 
sender that they have sent the email to correct address, and that their enquiry will be 
read soon. However, in accordance with Marcella, Baxter and Smith (2003) these 
automatic acknowledgments are not regarded as replies and were therefore not coded 
as a reply to the correspondence. 
Of those MPs that responded, 52.4 per cent sent replies on the same day that 
the email correspondences were sent, 17
th
 April 2013. 23.6 per cent responded the 
following day. The slowest response was received eight days after the initial 
correspondence, however one MP sent an additional ‘follow up’ email 21 days later. 
The bar graph below shows the time taken to receive replies via email.  
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Graph 3. Days taken to receive a response via Email 
 
 
Note: The bar graph shows the days taken and frequency of email replies. The graph leans to 
the left indicating that most MPs responded to the email enquiry close to the date the 
correspondence were sent. 
 
18 email replies were received within one hour, with one Labour MP 
responding in three minutes to the enquiry. This result indicates that email, an 
electronic form of communication, is faster than the traditional letter, a non-electronic 
method. It also suggests that many MPs appear to be coping with the increased 
workload that has arisen in the age of email.  
Looking at the content of the replies, the information, language used and the 
style of the email varied greatly, with some emails going into great detail and others 
with simply one sentence.  
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Again, some Members requested the details of the constituents’ new address. 
47.3 per cent of MPs that responded wanted the new address details, with 20 
Members wanting details before information could be provided. 
Overall, of the 53 emails that received replies, 36.4 per cent of these contained 
the information asked for, with the next surgery date, time and place. Three MPs, 
although not stating the surgery information asked for, did provide links to their 
website where this information can be easily accessed. One Labour MP attached a 
booklet to the email with surgery information, making good use of the features email 
provides. 
If those Members that wanted the constituents’ new address before giving 
answer are excluded the findings show that of the 35 MPs that responded, 58.8 per 
cent provide the surgery information asked for, compared to 41.2 per cent that did not.  
 14 of the email replies asked the sender to call the constituency office via 
telephone for more information or to book an appointment, indicating that email 
cannot solely be used to correspond with some MPs.  
The issue of health services that was raised in the initial correspondence was 
not picked up many MPs. In the emails only four MPs mentioned the issue, and this 
was mostly in regards to suggesting other representatives, i.e. local politicians, who 
may be able to provide information on health services. Eight MPs however wanted to 
know more about the issue that the sender wanted to discuss, which signals that some 
MPs are willing to engage in specific conversation via email.  
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Twitter 
66.2 per cent of the sample used for the experiment had a Twitter profile, therefore 43 
MPs were sent Tweets asking for the MPs next surgery times. Of these Members, 15 
responses were received, giving a response rate of 34.9 per cent. 
 Interestingly, one Tweet to a Conservative MP received a reply from another 
user, presumably a member of office staff, asking the sender to contact the Member 
via email. This indicates that this particular MP does not use their Twitter account to 
communicate with constituents and relies on other users to direct their Twitter 
correspondence to other methods of communication.  
Although the response rate was poor when compared to email, those MPs that 
did reply did so quickly, with all but one being received on the same day that the 
Tweet was sent. 12 replies were received within two hours of the correspondence 
being sent.  
Only one reply via Twitter, from a Scottish Labour MP, gave the full details 
asked for, with the surgery date, time and place. Three Conservative MPs did 
however provide links to their websites in the Tweets that gave full surgery details. 10 
of the replies received asked to be contacted using another form of communication, 
most commonly via telephone or email. Furthermore, as seen with the letters, the 
issue of health service was not mentioned in the replies.  
Graph 4 shows the response rate of all three methods of communication. 
Email is by far the best form of communication for constituents to use in terms of 
response, with a response rate of 81.5 per cent, compared to 23.1 and 34.9 per cent for 
letter and Tweet respectively.  
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Graph 4. Response rate of all methods of communication 
 
 
 
Note: Letter and Email N = 65, Tweet N =43 
 
A response via letter took an average of 7 days to be received, whereas 
electronic communication via email and Twitter on average took no more than 1 day; 
graph 5 illustrates this. This result supports the fourth hypothesis which states that 
electronic communication is faster than the traditional letter, with Twitter being faster 
than email.  
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Graph 5. Mean number of days taken to reply to all methods of communication 
 
 
 
Note: Means were calculated using only those MPs that responded using the communication 
tool; Letter N = 15, Email N = 55, Twitter N = 15.  
 
Unfortunately, there was little mention of health services, with only 8 out of 
the total 85 responses from all forms of communication referencing the issue. All 8 
interestingly were via email. This suggests that email is the best method of 
communication to use when contacting Member of Parliament, as MPs can elaborate 
their answer to constituents, as they are not constrained by character limit or cost of 
postage. There is however inconclusive evidence to support the fifth hypothesis.  
 
6.3. Discussion  
In April 2013, the majority of MPs had a Twitter profile meaning that most voters can 
follow their local representative on the social networking site and be kept up to date 
with what they are doing via their Tweets, although some MPs are better than others 
at sending updates to their followers. Some MPs have not tweeted once from their 
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account, meaning that although they have a presence, they are not using it for any 
purpose. Nonetheless, some MPs do Tweet, and Tweet a lot. 
This rise in MP’s Twitter use over time suggests that it may not be long before 
all MPs use Twitter. Furthermore, it appears that the adoption rate by MPs is 
substantially higher than the general population (Arthur 2012), indicating they are not 
behind their voters, but rather ahead of them in this instance.  
The analysis carried out showed that those MPs who use the networking site 
tend to be young, on the left of the political spectrum and reside in marginal seats, 
which supports previous research. For the electorate this means that those living in a 
district with an older representative who has a large majority and is a member of the 
Conservative Party are less likely to be able to follow their MP on Twitter.  
Older representatives are less likely to be familiar with the online tool and 
therefore do not want to use the public platform given its potential risks. Alternatively 
they may be intending to leave parliament at the next election and therefore not feel 
that it is worth the time and effort being online, as they will gain little. It may be that 
as the generational replacement of MPs happens in parliament, where the older 
representatives retire and are replaced with younger MPs, Twitter use may reach a 
point of saturation, where all Members have a Twitter profile.  
 Previous assumptions which state that those MPs on the left are more likely to 
use Twitter than those on the right are supported. A Hansard Society study of 2009, 
which found that Members of the Liberal Democrat and Labour Party were more 
likely than Conservative representatives to have a social media presence, is also 
supported now in 2013. It appears that although the number of MPs with Twitter has 
increased, the Conservative Party is yet to embrace it in the same manner as the other 
two main UK parties. One reason for this may be because the Conservative party is 
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currently in government. Sæbø (2012) reported that representatives from parties in 
opposition are more active on Twitter, but this research found that Members of the 
Liberal Democrat party are the most likely to use Twitter. As the Liberal Democrats 
are currently in a coalition government with the Conservative party, Sæbø’s theory 
does not appear to currently apply in the UK.  
There was some disagreement in the literature regarding the impact of a 
Member’s vote margin on their likelihood of adopting Twitter. The finding of this 
study supports the finding of Ward and Lusoli (2005), Williamson, Miller and Fallon 
(2010) and Williamson (2009) who suggested that MPs residing in marginal seats, 
constituencies won by a small margin of victory, are more likely to be on Twitter. 
This finding suggests that some MPs who have to fight harder to keep their post in the 
House of Commons feel that a Twitter presence benefits them electorally. Members 
who reside in safe seats have a smaller risk of losing their seat to a competitor, hence 
why they have less need to reach out to the electorate in their constituency.   
 Although most MPs have a Twitter profile, it appears that they do not use the 
tool as means of corresponding with their constituents. The field experiment found 
that only a third of MPs respond to Twitter correspondence, with only one MP 
providing the information asked for.  
Twitter does however have some potential. It is the fastest form of 
correspondence, with most replies being received on the same day and within two 
hours. Furthermore, Members are getting around the 140 character restriction on 
tweets by providing links to the information requested. Interestingly all three MPs that 
provided these links were members of the Conservative Party, suggesting that 
although the other two main parties in the UK have more MPs on the site, 
Conservative Members that do use Twitter, use it well.  
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The majority of the responses via Twitter show however that MPs are still 
replying on more traditional methods of communication, mainly the telephone, to 
support correspondence with constituents. Other reasons may have affected why MPs 
did not answer the request, such as not knowing when their next surgery times are, or 
not wanting them to be public.  
 Even when using email, a tool that has been used by MPs for a while, some 
still rely on other modes of communication, asking the sender to call the constituency 
office via telephone for more information or to book a surgery appointment. This 
indicates that like Twitter, some MPs are not using online technology to its fullest 
potential, as they are directing enquiries to be undertaken via a more traditional form 
of communication. This may increased the pressure on a Members constituency work, 
as the MP has spent time replying to the email or Tweet, but has not answered the 
enquiry. Furthermore, for the constituent, the process of communicating with their 
local MP has been extended, as they now have to contact them via another 
communication tool. This raises the question as to why some MPs are not allowing 
constituents to make surgery appointments via email, given its ease and speed. 
 Email on the whole appears to be an effective method of correspondence, 
being both fast, with over half of the replies received on the same day, and having the 
highest response rate. This suggests that email is a well-established communication 
tool for MPs. Interestingly two letters received a reply via email, indicating that this 
online technology is actually preferred by some Members over the traditional letter.  
 As predicted, a response via letter took the longest, but the low response rate 
was surprising as this is the most traditional and familiar form of communication used 
by MPs to correspond with constituents. From the content of the letters, it appears that 
this method is becoming redundant, as the majority of replies included requests to be 
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contacted via another communication tool, including email, which again suggests 
some MPs prefer the use of email correspondence rather than the letter.  
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7. Conclusion  
This study set out to discover which Members of Parliament in the  UK are using the 
social networking site Twitter in 2013, and if they use it as a two-way communication 
tool, allowing constituents to effectively correspond with them online.  
 With nearly half of all British adults now using online technologies to network 
with one another (Office of National Statistics 2012), and over two thirds believing 
the Internet makes it easier to participate in politics (Williamson 2010), there is a need 
for British politicians to have an online presence that provides a legitimate and 
effective tool for communicating with constituents, that has the advantages of being 
both faster and more convenient than other methods of correspondence.  
In answer to the main research question, which asked: are new communication 
tools being embraced by MPs and do they enhance MP-constituent correspondence in 
comparison to more traditional methods; the findings from this study showed that 
new methods are being embraced, as the majority of MPs have a Twitter profile, but 
they do not enhance MP-constituent correspondence, as Members are not using the 
tool as an effective method of two-way communication.  
The research found that the MPs who use Twitter tend to be young, on the left 
of the political spectrum and reside in marginal seats. This confirms some of the 
previous research, whilst clarifying some of the disputes seen in the literature. 
Twitter still appears to be a young phenomenon, with older generations less 
inclined to use social media. Conservative Members also appear to be less likely to 
use the online platform than their political opponents. However, the findings suggest 
that a Twitter profile may help MPs gain votes at an election, as Members residing in 
marginal seats are more likely to have a presence online. More research is needed, 
however, to discover if and how Twitter can help win more votes during an election, 
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however a number of methodological challenges will first need to be overcome before 
this research can be undertaken.  
The original field experiment showed that MPs are not using Twitter for 
correspondence with constituents, however they are using email effectively as a 
communication tool, whilst the traditional letter appears to be in decline.  
The poor response rate from Twitter correspondence illustrates that many MPs 
are not using the site as a two-way communication tool. Furthermore, of the Members 
who did respond via the social networking site asked to be contacted using another 
method. Twitter is therefore neither a legitimate communication tool, as it is not used 
in accordance to established correspondence standards, nor is it effective because it 
did not deliver the constituent the expected reply with the information requested.  
Further research is warranted to investigate why some Members of Parliament 
do not use Twitter as a method of engagement and communication with constituents. 
This could be carried out using questionnaires or interviews with Members. 
Additionally, it would be interesting to see if other social networking platforms, for 
example Facebook, are being used for two-way communication between voters and 
representatives.  
Members of Parliament appear to be using the online communication tool 
email and using it well. This may be because it has been in existence longer than 
Twitter and MPs are therefore more familiar with the tool; or it may be because the 
format is more suited to MP-constituent correspondence, as it is private and 
unrestricted on length.  
Comparative research, perhaps styled on Leston-Banderia’s study from 2007, 
would be of interest in the future to discover if the use of email and Twitter by MPs in 
is line with other Parliaments.  
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This study did have some methodological shortcomings. First, there were 
indications that some MPs may have known that the correspondence sent were part of 
an experiment, as some noted that the same person was using more than one method 
of communication for the same request. Furthermore, the issues of not being a 
constituent hindered the some of the experiment findings. If more time had been 
available, volunteers from different constituencies in the UK could have been found 
to send the correspondence, overcoming this problem. Additionally, this study asked 
for information on surgery times; it is possible that a different enquiry, for example 
requesting policy information, may have resulted in a different reaction from the MPs. 
Despite these limitations, this research does have a number of implications for 
British society. Firstly, for the citizens being represented, it appears that most can 
follow their MP on Twitter, allowing them to be kept up to date with Members 
activities, providing their MP is active on the site. According to Coleman (2005) “[t]o 
be seen is a first step to being trusted”, therefore the heightened visibility of 
representatives via Twitter may lead to increased political trust among voters.  
Constituents cannot however use Twitter to contact their representative. Email 
was found to be the best communication tool for voters to use when contacting 
representatives. It is fast, often provides voters with an acknowledgment that their 
correspondence has been received, something which neither Twitter nor letter do, and 
gives voters a satisfactory response to their enquiry.  
It appears that although Parliament stresses that “no method of gaining access 
to members should be privileged over another” (House of Commons Information 
Committee 2002), some MPs are benefiting constituents that use email to contact 
them, both with response and time. For some constituents this may be a problem, as 
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those with Internet access can reach their representative faster, easier and with more 
guarantee of a response, than those who are on the other side of the digital divide.  
On the other hand however the House of Commons Information Committee 
stated in their 2002 report that “failure to respond to the demand within the expected 
time-frame can harm rather than enhance a Member's professional reputation”, 
therefore MPs may simply be responding to the new demands of constituents, 
undertaking what Williamson (2009) labels the “adoption of procedural changes”.  
For Member of Parliament, this research found some evidence that Labour 
Members can learn from their Conservative colleagues; although MPs representing 
the Conservative Party have a lower number of MPs using Twitter, they were the only 
MPs that provided links in their Twitter replies, indicating that they are using the site 
more effectively when corresponding with constituents.  
Furthermore, it appears that the use of online technologies by MPs and 
correspondence with constituents more generally is not constituent in the UK. 
Parliament may therefore consider establishing guidelines on the use of online tools 
such as Twitter, as well as communication with constituents, helping to institute more 
equality among voters in Britain.  
  This study has contributed to the political behaviour and communication field 
firstly by updating past research through observing which MPs have a Twitter profile 
in 2013. Secondly, it has looked at the role of social media within politics from the 
constituency perspective, an area that is often over looked in the previous literature, 
but of significant importance. Furthermore, this research has conducted an original 
field experiment that has not been undertaken before, which compares the real use of 
a number of communication tools by MPs in a real world scenario. 
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Appendix 1. Left-Right division of political parties represented in House of 
Commons 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Left (1) Right (2) 
Labour Party Conservative Party 
Liberal Democrat Party Democratic Unionist Party 
Alliance Party of Northern Ireland  
Green Party  
Plaid Cymru  
Social Democratic & Labour Party  
Sinn Féin  
Scottish National Party  
Respect Party  
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Appendix 2. Correspondence used in the experiment  
An example of the letters, emails and Tweets that were sent to Members of Parliament 
are shown below. The real name and user name of example MP has been blacked out 
so that the participants of the experiment remain confidential.   
 
Letter 
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Email  
 
 
Tweet 
 
 
